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Undocumented: A Hidden
Population in Plain Sight
Eunice Anomakoh1

Recipient of the award for Best Personal Argument

At this moment time stopped, and my world froze. What does he mean
“undocumented”? How will me being “undocumented” affect my already planned
out future? My palms are sweaty, and my ears are searching for answers in the
mumble of words that I am trying to hear over the sound of my brain trying to
compute and make sense of my shattered world.
“I’m sorry Boafua but I have faith that things will get better.” I’ve heard this
saying so many times from so many people that it has become the chorus to my
life’s melody. Being undocumented was never a choice that I made. I was born in
Italy, and at twenty-one months my family and I were granted American visas. At
last our family would have a taste of the American dream along with the promise
of freedom and liberty for all. My father worked two jobs to sustain our family of
six in hope of securing a better future for us, his children. “Stay in school” he
always said, and at a young age I believed that acing my tests, and being at the top
of my class would make my father happy (which it did) and take him out of his
doom of always being tired from being overworked. I had my whole life planned.
My sights were set on graduating from high school at the top of my class and
attending college on a full ride scholarship, and after graduating with my
bachelor’s degree, I would go to medical school and fulfill my dream of becoming
a doctor for underrepresented communities. I planned to open a healthcare facility
to work pro bono for families like mine that lacked health insurance and feared
deportation. I spent my earlier years of life working towards this goal. I attended
1 Essay was originally written under the pseudonym Ionna Moukeech. Eunice Anomakoh decided in April
2022 to publish this article under her given name. For more information, see the epilogue.
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private schools my family couldn't afford on scholarships, which I was and am
grateful for, but continuously viewed as an outcast, the low-income student, I had
to endure the hardships of middle school bullying as a result. Additionally being
the only dark-skin and African in the class came with its own taunting. During
this time, the disease widely known as Ebola, originating from Africa, had been
classified as an emerging health crisis. Most people knew nothing about the
disease except that it originated from Africa, and for this reason I was tormented
and intimidated to the point where I feared going to school and hated myself for
being African. I then realized that middle school was only a stepping stone in my
academic journey and if I wanted to succeed I could not let others bring me down.
From then on, I endured the pain silently. The taunting no longer bothered me as I
had big dreams and no time for distractions.
When I finally made it to high school, I thought that my suffering had ended;
however, it was only the beginning. My sophomore year, my peers began driving
and getting jobs, and I wanted to follow suit and no longer worry about catching
the bus to school. The first time I made my proposal known to my parents, they
immediately shut it down, but I was persistent and not willing to concede. After
three days of provoking, my parents finally decided to tell me the truth that will
change my life forever—“Boafua, we are undocumented.”
After the conversation with my parents, my only understanding of being
undocumented was that I could not get a job. Reality did not kick in until senior
year came around and it was the season of completing college applications and
filing FAFSA. This process is already difficult, but being a first generation
college student made my burden even heavier, and due to the political climate, my
status had to remain a secret. I was accepted into every college I applied to, but
once they became aware of my status, I was turned down. These were the same
schools that talked about acceptance and inclusion, yet they turned down a
prospective student because of an “offense” that I never committed. Moreover,
my growing awareness of this resistant nature was reinforced.
When I turn on the news, I hear politicians referring to undocumented
immigrants as criminals and people who do not belong. Criminal? What is my
offense? Opening social media, I see my peers reposting pictures of building a
wall to keep undocumented immigrants out of the country, but what they do not
understand is that the word “undocumented” is not written on anyone’s forehead.
We are everywhere. We’re your neighbors, your healthcare providers, your
essential workers, and your friends. We’re a hidden population in plain sight.
In the social sciences, the sense of belonging is very important in a
community, as it gives individuals an identity and a sense of belonging within a
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social group (Mallet-García et al). Many undocumented children grow up
unaware of their legal status, and the only identity we know is American - we
stated the pledge of allegiance like our peers, we watched SpongeBob and
crushed over Justin Bieber and One Direction like our peers, yet our American
identity is invalid on government documents, even though the United States is the
only home we know. A study performed by scientists analyzing the effects of
immigration policies on undocumented youth states, “As immigrants adopt
American cultures and values, they tend to lose their ethnic identity and blend in
with the mainstream group” (Mallet-García et al 1167). This was true for me, as
my first languages were Twi (the native language of Ghana) and Italian; however,
after eight years of ESL (English as a Second Language), which was a
compulsory program for immigrant children, I am now fluent in English, unable
to articulately speak Italian, and semi-fluent in Twi. My parents saw this as a
problem, as I was gradually losing my true sense of identity to fit-in with the
larger group—my American peers. It wasn’t until recently that I began to embrace
and express my multiple identities. I found a way to balance them and realized
that I could fit-in and stand-out at the same time; I began to identify myself as a
Ghanain Italo-American.
Moreover, my sense of belonging is constantly evolving over time and is
dependent on the political and social climate. In the election year of 2008, with
President Obama (a black man and first generation American) occupying the
highest office in the United States, I knew that change was bound to happen. In
2012, he signed an executive order called DACA (Deferred Action for Childhood
Arrivals) that allowed the undocumented youth to work legally and be safe from
deportation (Obama). With this initiative, undocumented immigrants were fully
integrated into the American society, with many filling important roles in society
such as being service members, and doctors and nurses, currently combating the
pandemic (Mallet-García et al 1170). However, when I finally became old enough
to apply for the program in 2016, Donald Trump became president, and his first
order of action was to terminate this program, which was the lifeline for many
families (including mine). It has truly been a roller coaster as we, the
undocumented youth, went from invisible, to recognized, and then unwanted. We
have so many people putting their lives on the line for this country, and yet
receive no recognition or legal protection, and this makes me wonder, what does
being American truly mean?
When it comes to immigration, the policies of this country have never been
constant. Growing up undocumented has had a profound effect on the lives of
immigrants, especially DACA recipients. In 2012, with President Obama
implementing a program granting immigrants who had entered the country as
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minors, work authorization (along with protection from deportation), followed by
President Trump rescinding this program and calling it unconstitutional, fear once
again crept into the minds of many. His campaign was fueled with hate for the
immigrant population, and to my surprise he had a strong base of support, many
of whom were people I knew and thought I trusted.With every presidential
election comes new immigration legislation that either helps or destroys the lives
of millions of people living in the United States—this puts our lives in limbo and
uncertainty every four years. However, currently there is a bill being sent through
Congress that would give legal protection for the undocumented youth of this
country. It is called the Citizenship Act of 2021. It was proposed by President Joe
Biden and if it passes, it cannot easily be rescinded by any future president. This
bill gives hope to the undocumented population, which includes my family and I.
If it is successful, I may be able to fulfill my dreams that I have been praying
for my whole life; I will be able to travel out of the country and finally meet my
family in Ghana whom I have never seen before. The significance of this bill and
my experience is not exclusive to me but to many others, and the longer our
politicians drag their feet, the faster our hope withers away. I’ve come to
understand that my predicament was not self-ordained but rather imposed. Many
people have hate for something we have no control over. It was not my decision
to overstay my visa at twenty-one months, nor is it someone’s fault for seeking
refuge in the United States. People seem to forget that the United States is a land
built by immigrants. Moreover, I cannot alter history or change my predicament; I
can only control how I perceive my situation and persevere, and this has built my
personal resilience. Many Americans do not recognize their privilege of
citizenship, which includes federal funding to further one’s education, driving
legally, being able to travel, and not being afraid of being deported to a country
you have never been to every time you step out of your house. We do not wish
harm to any American, we just want to enjoy the rights and benefits of this
country that we call home. Now is the time to act. With this bill in Congress
waiting to be voted on, I urge everyone to contact your representatives and
senators and plead on our behalf. As I said earlier, we are a hidden population in
plain sight, and you could be helping a friend, family member or a neighbor.

Epilogue
My story doesn’t end here. Since I submitted the essay in the
spring of 2021, I was able to reapply and be granted DACA during
the short window in which it was opened. This has allowed me to
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get a job, start driving lessons, and most importantly, become
legally recognized through government documents; I now have my
Social Security card. Sadly, the critical legislation bill that would
have been life-altering for families like mine has been quashed
along with the dreams and hopes of many. This journey has been
difficult, but I am grateful for my Professor, Marianne Raab, with
whom I consulted (on numerous occasions) in regards to this
essay, and which I initially submitted under a pseudonym in fear of
the unexpected. However, I realized that such action was
contradictory to the centerpiece of my essay, which was to shed
light on the truth; whereby I was in the shadow of fear. Things
have changed, and will continue to change for the better, as I am
the author of my story and not the casualty of other’s actions. I
may not have much, but with this newfound freedom I have
emerged from the shadows to stand in the sun and use my voice
with unrelenting candor. Arrivederci. Nante yie. —Eunice
Anomakoh, April 2022
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